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Abstract 

This paper examines how Buddhist philosophy has influenced Gestalt therapy, focusing 

on six central themes: the here and now, awareness, self and ego, the paradoxical 

theory of change, polarities, and direct experience. It considers both the historical 

pathways through which Buddhist ideas entered Western psychology and the 

conceptual parallels that continue to shape Gestalt practice today. 

Gestalt therapy emerged in the mid-twentieth century as Fritz and Laura Perls 

combined psychoanalytic, existential, and phenomenological traditions with innovative 

models such as the cycle of experience. In parallel, Buddhist traditions were being 

introduced to the West, first through scholars and interpreters such as D.T. Suzuki and 

Alan Watts, and later through meditation teachers and clinical applications of 

mindfulness. 

Drawing on Theravāda, Zen/Chan, and Tibetan systems (including Mahāmudrā and 

Dzogchen), the paper highlights Buddhist approaches to awareness and consciousness 

and their resonance with Gestalt concepts. Notable parallels include Yogācāra’s ālaya-

vijñāna and Western notions of the unconscious, the Middle Way and Gestalt polarity 

work, and radical acceptance and Beisser’s paradoxical theory of change. 

The paper emphasises awareness as the pivotal link between the two traditions. 

Gestalt understands awareness as a dialogical, relational process supporting 

integration, while Buddhism differentiates between conditioned attentional processes 

(sati/sampajañña) and primordial, non-dual awareness (rigpa). Integrating Dzogchen’s 

perspective suggests a therapeutic shift from “doing” awareness to “being” awareness, 

fostering presence, co-regulation, and spontaneous transformation. 

By articulating these connections, the paper proposes a framework that not only 

situates Gestalt therapy in dialogue with Buddhist philosophy but also enriches clinical 

practice. Awareness, in this integrative perspective, becomes a pathway for healing, 

authenticity, and deeper presence in the therapeutic encounter. 
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Introduction 

My journey 

Having immersed myself in studying Buddhism in the 1990s out of pure intellectual 

curiosity by spending significant time at the KTD monastery in Woodstock, New York, in 

an unsuccessful attempt to write a book about love, I discovered the Buddhist studies 

of Vajrayāna – the vehicle of the diamond or lightning bolt – which is known as "Tibetan 

Buddhism" or "Tantric Buddhism." A few decades later, on the gentle hills of Ixopo – as 

Alan Paton describes themi – I walked the three hundred hectares of the Buddhist centre 

placed there as if by accident, studying another look at Buddhism, this time from the 

perspective of Theravāda, the earliest school of Buddhism, or school of the elders. My 

adventures of inner search have also led me for brief periods to Zen Buddhism and the 

practice of the kōan (a paradoxical story or riddle).  

These experiences provided the foundations for my personal development and 

practice, constituting a long trajectory that has enabled me to attain only a preliminary 

understanding of selected Buddhist philosophical systems, meditative traditions, and 

the emerging discipline of Buddhist psychology. 

Another decade would pass when I decided to study Gestalt therapy at the Institut 

Gestalt in Barcelona, easily deduced events with no direct relation to my previous 

“monastic” experience. But as my Gestalt Therapy studies progressed, the previous 

Buddhist teachings began to resonate increasingly with me. This led me to look for the 

first time at this connection as I discovered the book "Buddhist Psychology and Gestalt 

Therapy Integrated: Psychotherapy for the 21st Century" by Eva Gold and Stephen 

Zahm published in 2018, incidentally the same year I started my studies at the Institut.  

Gold and Zahm articulate significant convergences between Buddhist psychology 

and Gestalt therapy, particularly in their emphasis on present-moment awareness, a 

process-oriented approach to experience, and the shared foundations of mindfulness 

and therapeutic method. While Gold and Zahm (2018) use the term Buddhist 

psychology to highlight the therapeutic applications of Buddhist thought and practice, 

when considering traditions such as Dzogchen, Zen, or early Theravāda, it may be more 

precise to speak of Buddhist philosophical systems, since these encompass 

comprehensive worldviews and ontological perspectives, not only psychological 

insights. At the same time, they note that Gestalt therapy places greater focus on the 

individual’s immediate experience and the dynamics of relational contact. Drawing on 

 

i  Ixopo is a small town in the province of KwaZulu Natal in South Africa, where a center of Buddhist 
studies has existed for the past 40 years. The South African writer Alan Paton, author of the book "Cry, 
My Beloved Country", published in 1948, describes Ixopo on its first page as follows: "There is a 
beautiful road that goes from Ixopo to the hills. These hills are grassy and run, and they are beautiful 
beyond any song."  
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both these alignments and divergences, Gold and Zahm propose an integrated 

framework known as Buddhist Psychology–Informed Gestalt Therapy (BPGT), which 

enriches Gestalt practice by incorporating mindfulness and contemplative methods 

within a psychotherapeutic context.1  

As my years of study at the Institut progressed, I continue to notice additional 

common concepts emerging between Buddhism and Gestalt Therapy, which only 

deepened my curiosity. In researching for this paper, I identified several key areas of 

convergence and chose to focus on the following parallel themes: 

• The here and now  

• Awareness and the cultivation of mindful presence 

• The nature of the "self" and the "ego". 

• The paradoxical theory of change 

• Polarities and their integration 

• Direct, lived experience 

While these six themes provide a meaningful framework, they are neither exhaustive 

nor mutually exclusive, and in some cases they overlap. Methodologically, I have 

focused on what can reasonably be considered an influence rather than a latter 

coincidence. For example, although the key Buddhist notion of emptiness (Sanskrit: 

śūnyatā) and Gestalt field theory show striking conceptual parallels, the latter was 

formulated in the 1920s–40s through Gestalt psychology (notably Kurt Lewin and Kurt 

Goldstein) and subsequently adapted by Fritz and Laura Perls, at a time when Western 

understandings of emptiness remained rudimentary. Other parallels can also be drawn, 

such as impermanence and process, the role of compassion, and the experience of 

suffering. What is certain, however, is that this research has deepened my appreciation 

of the resonance between the 2,500-year-old Buddhist tradition—with its roots in Vedic 

and Hindu thought—and the foundational principles of Gestalt therapy.  
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This paper 

This paper examines six themes through the lens of Buddhism’s chronological 

philosophical development and Gestalt therapy’s thematic evolution. The study is 

structured around the cycle of experience, Gestalt therapy’s distinctive and enduring 

model. Among these themes, particular attention is given to the role of awareness within 

the Gestalt process—and within humanistic psychology more broadly—since Buddhist 

traditions explore awareness at further and deeper levels.  

Later chapters turn to Buddhist philosophical systems, focusing on the distinction 

between awareness (Pāḷi: sati; Tibetan: rigpa) and consciousness (Pāḷi: viññāṇa; 

Tibetan: shes pa)—a differentiation less clearly expressed in English. These 

distinctions are considered in light of Dzogchen meditation in the Nyingma school of 

Tibetan Buddhism, with reflections on their relevance for applied Gestalt practice. 

• Chapter 1: The Evolution of Gestalt Therapy and the Cycle of Experience 

This chapter traces the origins of the cycle of experience—one of the earliest and 

few formal models within Gestalt therapy, notable given Perls’ general resistance 

to structured models. Beginning with Fritz and Laura Perls’ intellectual and 

personal histories, it follows their trajectory through psychoanalysis to Ego, Hunger 

and Aggression, where the first iteration appeared as the “cycle of 

interdependence.” The chapter highlights how the cycle conceptualised the 

individual’s movement through need, contact, and integration, and places special 

focus on the evolution of awareness as the pivotal phase linking the unconscious 

and conscious. 

• Chapter 2: What is Buddhism and What is Buddhist Psychology 

This chapter outlines Buddhism as both a philosophical and practical system, 

tracing its development from the Four Noble Truths through the three turnings of 

the Wheel of Dharma. It describes the emergence of the Theravāda, Zen/Chan, 

and Tibetan traditions, each with distinct emphases, and considers the 

transmission of Buddhist philosophy to the West and its reinterpretation through 

psychology and neuroscience. Attention is given to canonical foundations (e.g., 

the Pāḷi Canon, the Three Jewels, enumerative pedagogies), Buddhist insights into 

suffering, awareness, and consciousness, and contemplative practices such as 

Zen, Mahāmudrā, and Dzogchen. The chapter situates the modern discipline of 

Buddhist psychology, tracing its integration into Western clinical contexts through 

figures such as Jon Kabat-Zinn, while also acknowledging the contributions of 

Francisco Varela, who helped expand the dialogue into neuroscience and 

cognitive science.”  
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• Chapter 3: Influences of Buddhism on Psychology and Gestalt Therapy  

This chapter examines the historical and intellectual channels through which 

Buddhist thought entered the West and influenced Gestalt therapy, both directly 

and indirectly. It distinguishes two transmission phases (17th–19th centuries; 20th 

century to the present), covering print culture, early sinology, and mediating figures 

such as Schopenhauer, James, Jung, and Watts, as well as mid-century 

humanistic psychologists (Maslow, Rogers) and the Perls. Areas of conceptual 

resonance are explored, including here-and-now practice, awareness and 

consciousness (with reference to Yogācāra’s ālaya-vijñāna and nondual 

awareness), the Gestalt cycle of experience, self and ego, the paradoxical theory 

of change, polarity work, and embodied immediacy. The chapter cautions against 

oversimplified genealogies (e.g., equating Buddhist emptiness directly with Gestalt 

field theory), instead arguing for a nuanced, dialogical relationship. 

• Chapter 4: Synthesis 

The final chapter synthesises the preceding discussions, presenting a comparative 

framework that distils Buddhism’s influences on Gestalt therapy in relation to the 

historical and conceptual foundations established in Chapters 1 and 2.  

Notes 

Throughout this study I refer to “the Perls” rather than Fritz alone, since their intellectual 

partnership was central to the design of Gestalt therapy; their distinct approaches only 

diverged after their separation in 1960. I also highlight how early Western interpretations 

of Buddhism were shaped by Christian and orientalist frameworks, whereas 

contemporary scholarship allows for a more nuanced and respectful understanding. 
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1. Seminal Period of Gestalt Therapy – Cycle of Experience 

 

What is necessary to change a person  

is to change the awareness he has of himself. 

Abraham Maslow 

 

a. Introduction  

There were many significant influences on Fritz and Laura Perls, both before they met 

and throughout their marriage. Among these were the philosophical currents emerging 

at the turn of the 20th century, their separate experiences during their university years, 

and the formative stages of what would later become Gestalt Therapy, shaped by their 

time in Germany, Austria, South Africa, and, later, the United States. These influences 

created the framework for the rich intellectual and experiential dialogue within the Perls 

household. In the first part of this chapter, I will revisit this context, as it is not only 

relevant but also illustrative—sometimes even anecdotal—of how Gestalt Therapy 

gradually took shape, including the role of Zen Buddhism as one of its important early 

influences. 

b. The seminal stage of Gestalt Therapy  

Personal life of the Perls 

Friedrich Salomon Perls was born on July 8, 1893, in a Jewish neighbourhood in the 

outskirts of Berlin; he was the youngest of three children born to Amelia Rund and 

Nathan Perls (who died when Fritz was just 14 years old). Laura Perls was born Lore 

Posner in Pforzheim, Germany, on August 15, 1905, into an upper-middle-class Jewish 

family. 

Fritz Perls was educated in medicine — despite his family's wish that he studies law 

— and later specialised in neuropsychiatry, working as an assistant to Kurt Goldstein in 

Berlin, where he treated soldiers with brain injuries. During this period, Perls began to 

gravitate toward Freudian psychoanalysis in Berlin and Vienna in the late 1920s. He 

met Laura during their psychoanalytic training with Karl Landauer, a disciple of Freud 

who was later murdered by the Nazis.2 

Fritz graduated from medical school after the First World War, receiving his diploma 

in 1921, and began practicing medicine. In 1923, at the age of 30, he travelled to New 

York hoping to settle there but returned to Germany frustrated, partly because his 

medical degree was not recognised in the United States and because of his limited 

English proficiency.3 
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By 1926, he begun working with psychoanalyst Karen Horney, which deepened his 

fascination with psychoanalysis. Shortly thereafter, he moved to Frankfurt, where he 

started an internship in the Department of Psychiatry under Kurt Goldstein — one of the 

pioneers of modern neuropsychology, known for his holistic theory of the organism, 

which would later influence the theoretical foundations of Gestalt Therapy.4 

It was during this period with Goldstein that Fritz met Laura, one of his students at 

the University of Frankfurt. Despite a 12-year age difference—controversial at the 

time— Fritz Perls was approximately 36-37 years old and Laura Posner (later Perls) 

about 24-25 when they married in 1930. Their daughter Renate was born in 1931, when 

Fritz was around 38 and Laura 25-26. In 1932, with Renate just one year old, Laura 

completed her doctorate in psychology at the age of 27, writing her dissertation on the 

psychology of music within the Gestalt psychology framework. She subsequently 

trained in psychoanalysis with Frieda Fromm-Reichmann and later with Clara Happel, 

while Fritz continued his medical and psychoanalytic career. In 1933, as the Nazi regime 

consolidated power and anti-Jewish discrimination intensified, Laura—then 28—who 

was involved in anti-fascist activities fled with two-year-old Renate to Holland. Fritz, then 

40, joined them in 1934, and soon afterward the family emigrated to South Africa. They 

eventually settled in Johannesburg and later Cape Town, where their son Stephen was 

born in 1935, marking the beginning of a new chapter in both their family and 

professional lives.  

How was the family life? Stephen later described his early childhood in Johannesburg 

as "rather ordinary upper-middle-class and suburban"—playing outdoors, climbing 

trees, and growing up in a Bauhaus-designed home with a pool. Fritz was an absent 

father to him, “It didn’t really matter if he came back or not because he didn’t spend 

much time with me anyway.” However, one memorable moment was when young 

Stephen stood still holding a shovel when Fritz asked him to pose for about 10 minutes 

while he drew stick figures to illustrate a point in Ego, Hunger, and Aggression. During 

WWII, Fritz served as a military psychiatrist and returned home for occasional weekend 

family outings—Stephen remembers drives to parks and national sites like Umhlanga 

Rocks (in today’s province of KwaZulu Natal). In contrast, Laura was steadily present 

as a caregiver. Stephen shared that she “was around the house more.”5 

In South Africa Fritz worked as a psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, and Laura as a 

psychotherapist and professor of psychology.ii 6 It is possible to conceive of the 

intellectual interactions between Fritz and Laura during their twelve years in South 

 

ii Although some references including Wikipedia say that Fritz founded a centre for psychoanalytic studies, 
there is not enough documentation about this and instead it is documented by Freud in "the epilogue 
to his 'Autobiographical Study' (Freud, 1935)", that, under his auspices, psychoanalyst Wulf Sachs was 
in charge of the first psychoanalytic training group in South Africa with a group of five candidates with 
whom he announced the birth of the first South African Psychoanalytic Society.  In addition, by then 
there were already disagreements between Freud and Fritz Perls, which makes this possibility remote.  
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Africa. At the end of their stay, prior to immigrating to New York in 1946, Fritz was 53, 

Laura 40, Renate 13 and Stephen 11 years old.   

Perls's growing discontent with psychoanalysis 

This transitional period for the Perls while in South Africa, includes a period of Fritz's 

growing discontent with psychoanalysis. Perls had trained as a neurologist and as 

Freudian psychoanalyst in Berlin and Vienna, the most important international centres 

of the disciplines in his time and worked as a training analyst for several years with the 

official recognition of the Berlin-based International Psychoanalytic Association (IPA), 

he should therefore be considered an experienced clinician. (Bocian, 2010: 21)7  

However, there were several events that created tension between Perls and Freud. 

While some of these events are purely anecdotal others have a more direct intellectual 

foundation. This tension was already generated in the early 1930s when Fritz, already 

a psychoanalyst and an active member of the IPA, was influenced mainly by two critics 

of Freud –also psychoanalysts:  

(a) Wilhelm Reichiii,  initially a collaborator of Freud, and who developed the therapy 

of body awareness, somatic expression and body-mind integration. Perls 

considers that psychoanalysis ignores the importance of the body, sensations and 

direct emotion and proposes a more holistic and integrated approach where body, 

mind and emotion are in tune.  

(b) Karen Horney and her theories around neurosis, personality development and 

gender differences were later adopted by Fritz in the development of Gestalt 

Therapy. 

Within the Perls marriage there would also be differences of opinion, Laura said in 

an interview in 1977 "Remember that I was a Gestalt psychologist before I entered 

psychoanalysis. Fritz was a (psycho)analyst before entering Gestalt Psychology. 

Sometimes this led us to an insoluble conflict.”8 It is therefore plausible that, in addition 

to the inherent challenges of family life, Fritz and Laura, both being intellectuals, 

frequently engaged in intellectual disagreements. 

Perls had additional complaints about psychoanalysis:  

• Perls criticises that psychoanalysis tends to see the patient as a passive 

subject who cannot associate freely, while the therapist interprets, thus 

fostering dependence and not true personal growth, and proposes an active 

attitude of the patient, towards encouraging aware of themselves in the 

present. This attitude may have motivated the nascent humanistic 

psychologies to emphasise personal growth, self-awareness, authenticity, the 

 

iii Wilhelm Reich was also known for other controversial theories about radical sexual liberation and his 
pseudoscientific mysticism. 
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capacity for self-direction, and personal responsibility. 

 

• Freud's overemphasis on the past, especially in 

childhood, to explain current conflicts. Perls points out 

that this can lead to people getting "stuck" in a narrative 

of the past without integrating what's happening here 

and now. This is one of Perls' most enduring 

contributions to Gestalt Therapy (and humanistic 

therapies). He proposes that instead of focusing on the 

past or hidden symbolic meanings, the focus shifts 

towards the present, on the here and now, on what the 

person is feeling, doing, and avoiding in the moment.iv  

 

• The Freudian concept of the "death instinct" (Thanatos). Perls considers it 

unnecessary and pessimistic and states (in his first book) that hunger and 

aggression are natural vital forces, not destructive per se, necessary for self-

realisation and the development of the self. 

Fritz's feelings about the inadequacy and insufficiency of psychoanalysis led him to 

assert that "Psychoanalysis produces unhappy intellectuals who understand their 

problems, but do not solve them."9 This intellectual restructuring marks the intellectual 

birth of Perls' Gestalt Therapy.10   

A series of unfortunate but necessary events in 1936 deepened the schism between 

Perls and Freud, the first being a lecture in Mariánské Lázně, Czechoslovakia (a famous 

spa in what is now the Czech Republic) where he presented his criticism of 

psychoanalysis, and which was not well received. After his lecture, Fritz went to find 

Freud but was received by him coldly and did not allow him to enter his room for a visit.11 

At the end of this conference, Perls was expelled from the Berlin Psychoanalytic Society, 

which was affiliated with the International Psychoanalytic Association (IPA), founded by 

Sigmund Freud in 1910.12  

What might at first appear as the friction between two difficult men can also be 

understood on a deeper, more personal level. In his autobiography, Perls recounts that 

years after Freud’s death, during a workshop he led at Esalen, he asked Jim Simkin to 

act as therapist so that he could address unresolved issues with Freud. Using the 

empty-chair technique, Perls imagined Freud before him and began to speak. Suddenly, 

he broke down, sobbing intensely for a prolonged period—an event that left the 

participants deeply moved. Perls himself had endured a troubled relationship with his 

father, who died when Fritz was only fourteen. This early loss contributed to what has 

been described as a “father wound,” and his conflicted relationship with Freud may be 

 

iv As we will see in chapter two, some of these notions come from Buddhist philosophy. 
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seen as a symbolic expression of this deeper, unhealed trauma.13 Despite this, it must 

be recognised that psychoanalysis is at the roots of Gestalt Therapy. 

While Gestalt therapy was still taking shape, the Perls worked on a book first 

published in German under Fritz Perls’ name in 1942 as Das Ich, der Hunger und die 

Aggression, and later in English in 1947 as Ego, Hunger and Aggression: A Revision of 

Freud’s Theory and Method. In addition to a strong critique of psychoanalysis, the book 

advanced a thesis embryonic to Gestalt therapy: that many psychological problems 

arise from interruptions in the natural processes of assimilation and contact with the 

environment—whether physical (such as hunger), emotional, or psychological. Perls 

illustrated this thesis through the metaphor of digestion:  

• the body assimilates food as it assimilates emotions –and problems arise 

when they are not "digested”.  

• Hunger is expressed not only as physical but also for contact, expression, 

affection. 

• Aggression is the ability to take, break, bite, discriminate, that is, by processing 

the environment, as necessary to achieve autonomy and growth.  

c. The birth of Gestalt Therapy as a therapeutic model 

A preliminary form of the cycle of experience was described by Perls in Ego, Hunger 

and Aggression which he called the “cycle of interdependence” as a cycle in six 

stages,14 and describes it as a process underlying the achievement of internal 

equilibrium which Perls considered to be instinctive and which reflects the "cycle of the 

interdependence of the organism and the environment".15 The original modelling of the 

cycle of interdependence in Ego, Hunger and Aggression is:  

Stages Interruptions Aetiology or consequence 

Stimulation or need, at the 
onset 

  

Awareness of need,  Not being aware of the need, 
not recognising it 

Lack of action or 
mismanagement of emotions 

Mobilisation, tension It does not generate enough 
energy to act 

Fears, guilt, feelings of 
helplessness 

Action, attempt to satisfy need The action is not carried out or 
insufficient action is carried 
out 

Generates frustration and 
confusion 

Contact, interaction  Contact is not suitable, 
disconnection  

Difficulties relating to the world 

Satisfaction of the need No complete satisfaction is felt Emotional blockage, 
unresolved aggression 

Withdrawal, Closing Difficulty resting or 
withdrawing 

Emotional overload 

 

What happens as a result is that Perls begins to develop a therapy more focused on 

the here and now, the present experience, and awareness. This is especially reflected 
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in his work in the 1950s in the United States. In 1951, Fritz Perls—along with Laura 

Perls, Ralph Hefferline, and Paul Goodman—published: Gestalt Therapy. Excitement 

and growth of the human personality, where he presents for the first time Gestalt therapy 

as a complete therapeutic model, integrating ideas from Gestalt psychology, 

existentialism, holism, dialogue and phenomenology. According to the Spanish 

Association of Gestalt Therapy (AEGT), this book – which is published 9 years after 

Ego, Hunger and Aggression marks the formal beginning of Gestalt Therapy as a 

psychotherapeutic current.16  

From the cycle of interdependence to the cycle of experience 

The cycle of experience, also referred to as the cycle of contact, is a foundational model 

in Gestalt therapy. It describes the natural sequence through which an individual 

becomes aware of a need, engages with the environment to address it, and then 

withdraws once the need has been satisfied. Although Perls was generally averse to 

formal structures and models, preferring an emphasis on direct experience, this 

formulation emerged within the broader current of humanistic psychology. Several 

concepts that are central to Gestalt therapy—such as awareness as the pivotal axis of 

the process, the principle of organismic self-regulation, the phenomenological 

orientation, and the field and figure–ground theories—are closely interconnected with 

the cycle of experience, even if they can also be considered separately.17 

Although Perls generally resisted reducing Gestalt therapy to formal models, the 

cycle of experience remains a notable exception. This model, continually refined up to 

the present, is central to Gestalt theory as it describes how needs emerge, how 

individuals engage with themselves, others, and the environment, and how unresolved 

processes lead to personal growth or, conversely, to emotional blockages and internal 

conflicts. 18 Such unfinished situations, often termed “fixed Gestalts,” disrupt authentic 

contact in the present. 19 Perls regarded the cycle as a biological and existential function 

that regulates contact with the environment and supports the preservation of life. 20 

The cycle of experience is maintained in Gestalt Therapy and has since been revised 

and expanded. Zinker (1977) reformulates it as a creative, dynamic and fluid process, 

and depicts it in a circular scheme –with a certain similarity to the process of Jung's hero 

archetype. And then came others who enriched Gestalt Therapy adding emphasis on 

trauma processes, body awareness and others.21 

The differences between authors regarding the intervals where interruptions occur 

reflect that the model has a dynamic quality that adapts to the times and will surely 

continue to evolve, but this central axis that constitutes the cycle of experience 

maintains this integrity of the therapeutic model for Gestalt Therapy.  

The following table represents a more modern comparative example between 

Peñarrubia22 and Clarkson23 in the definition of the cycle of experience:   
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Stages in the Experience 
Cycle 

Potential disruptions at borders at each stage of the 
cycle 

 Peñarrubia 2004 Clarkson 1989 

Rest 

Sensation  Repression, projection  Desensitisation 

Awareness, awareness, 
figure formation 

Introjection  Deflection  

 

Mobilisation, energisation Retroflexion  Introjection 

Action Deflection   Projection  

Contact Confluence  Retroflexion  

Satisfaction   Egotism  

Retirement, rest  Confluence 

The Later Development of Gestalt Therapy and Its Dialogue with Buddhism 

A central question in this research is how Buddhist influences reached the Perls and 

shaped the subsequent evolution of Gestalt therapy. More broadly, can spiritual 

traditions be seen as part of its development? Fritz Perls is known to have drawn 

inspiration from Zen Buddhism; he reportedly spent two months in 1962 at the Daitokuji 

monastery in Kyoto and was likely influenced by early Western Zen interpreters such as 

D. T. Suzuki, who published widely from the 1930s, and Alan Watts, whose The Way of 

Zen (1957) popularized Zen and other Eastern philosophies in the West. In contrast, 

Laura Perls and Paul Goodman were more engaged with Taoist thought, while Laura 

also worked closely with the existential philosopher Martin Buber and the theologian 

Paul Tillich (Shane, 1999; Seligman & Reichenberg, 2014; Serlin & Shane, 1999). 24 

Gestalt Therapy underwent a significant evolution in both practice and theory after 

the publication of Gestalt Therapy: Arousal and Growth in the Human Personality in 

1951. Fritz Perls continued to accelerate the development of Gestalt Therapy at 

California's Esalen Institute, which played a central role in the Human Potential 

Movement (HPM)v, but his style became more confrontational and dramatic, 

emphasising awareness, here and now, bodywork, and existential responsibility. He 

eventually distanced himself from Goodman's intellectual style, which led to divergent 

schools of thought. Laura Perls on the other hand, often overshadowed by Fritz, 

although co-founder of Gestalt Therapy, profoundly influenced its theoretical basis, 

emphasised dialogue, relational presence, and philosophical, existentialist, and 

 

v The Human Potential Movement (HPM) was a broad cultural and psychological movement that emerged 
in the 1960s and 1970s, emphasising personal growth and the development of untapped human 
potentials, including intellectual, psychological, and even spiritual capacities. It was a reaction against 
what was seen as the diminished self within middle-class American society during the Cold War, 
influenced by humanistic psychologists like Abraham Maslow, the counterculture, and Eastern 
philosophies. Key aspects of the movement included the rise of "growth centers" like the Esalen 
Institute, and various self-improvement practices, though it also faced criticism for being self-centered 
and for the potential harm caused by some encounter groups. 
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phenomenological foundations. She co-directed the Gestalt Therapy Institute of New 

York, keeping the practice grounded and less performative than Fritz's West Coast 

version. 

During the 1970s, Gestalt therapy was carried forward by Isadore From at the New 

York Institute, who maintained theoretical and clinical rigour; by Erving and Miriam 

Polster, whose Gestalt Therapy Integrated (1973) added a humanistic and growth-

oriented emphasis; by Joseph Zinker, who highlighted creativity and group processes; 

and by James Simkin, who established a major training centre at Esalen. Paul Goodman 

(1911–1972) had already died, but his theoretical contributions remained foundational. 

In the late 1970s and 1980s, Violet Oaklander pioneered Gestalt therapy with children 

(Windows to Our Children, 1978). The 1980s and beyond also saw the development of 

relational and integrative approaches, with figures such as Gary Yontef, Lynne Jacobs, 

and later Dan Bloom extending Gestalt therapy into dialogue with psychoanalysis, 

phenomenology, and contemporary psychotherapy.25 

The notions of the Fertile Void and the Sacred in Contemporary Gestalt Therapy 

From the 1990s onward, Gestalt therapy underwent a renewed emphasis on 

“presence,” often framed through Paul Goodman’s notion of the “fertile void”26 —a term 

rooted in Taoist and existential resonances but later interpreted in ways that opened 

Gestalt to spiritual dialogue. In this period, Gestalt practice increasingly engaged 

contemplative perspectives, incorporating Buddhist mindfulness and meditation while 

deepening its phenomenological grounding and extending into dialogue with 

neuroscience and trauma theory. This trajectory is often described as the emergence of 

“contemporary Gestalt,” characterised by its integration of relational, spiritual, and 

scientific insights. 

Building on these foundations, later authors explicitly explored the contemplative and 

spiritual dimensions of Gestalt therapy. Richard Hycner introduced the idea of the 

“sacred” within the therapeutic relationship27, while Michael Vincent Miller reinterpreted 

Goodman’s fertile void with a more mystical nuance.28 Claudio Naranjo extended 

Gestalt into the transpersonal field, integrating meditation and the Enneagram as 

vehicles for psychological and spiritual transformation.29 At the same time, Buddhist 

teachers such as Jack Kornfield, though not Gestalt therapists, brought insight 

meditation (Pāḷi: Vipassanā, Sanskrit: vipaśyanā) and mindfulness practices into 

Western psychology, creating fertile ground for their integration with Gestalt.30 Together, 

these contributions highlight how contemporary Gestalt has evolved to embrace a 

contemplative dimension that complements its phenomenological and relational roots.31 
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2. Buddhism philosophical systems and meditative practices 

a. Introduction  

Buddhism has more than 2,500 years of history and has included since its origin’s 

teachings about the mind, perception, emotions, suffering, mental states, and 

consciousness. The formalisation of Buddhist psychology as a field of study and 

application within an academic and clinical framework is much more recent.  

The philologist Friedrich Max Müller (1823-1900) was the first great disseminator of 

Buddhism in the West with his translations and comparative studies, although 

conditioned by his time. Buddhism began to enter the psychology of the West with 

William James (1842-1910), considered one of the fathers of modern psychology who 

was one of the first to show an interest in mystical and meditative experiences, and 

would influence Carl Gustav Jung who showed a deep interest in Zen Buddhism (and 

wrote the foreword to "An Introduction to Zen Buddhism" published in 1949 by D.T. 

Suzuki – an influential Japanese Buddhist philosopher and scholar).  

b. What is Buddhism?  

Buddhism is often misunderstood as a religion in the theistic sense. It is not a theistic 

tradition: it does not posit a creator god, as is characteristic of monotheistic religions, 

and it lacks a doctrinal imperative to proselytise. Rather, Buddhism neither conflicts with 

nor requires personal belief in a deity, and it does not prevent individuals from engaging 

with its practices or techniques regardless of their religious affiliations. More accurately, 

Buddhism may be described as a philosophical and practical system—or, more 

precisely, a family of philosophies and methods—aimed at understanding and 

transforming the mind by recognising its nature, overcoming suffering and ignorance, 

and cultivating a state of liberation or awakening.  

From a neuroscience perspective, Buddhist practices are defined as a series of 

methods that lead to greater attention, neuromodulation,vi and neuroplasticityvii; that 

lead to an increase in empathy networks, oxytocin, and emotional regulation; induce 

cognitive flexibility, capacity for self-re-evaluation, decrease the tendency to attachment, 

promote metacognition, interoception,viii and neural integration, as well as having 

 

vi Neuromodulation is a technique that uses electrical impulses or medications to modify the activity of the 
nervous system. It seeks to alter or modulate neuronal function to treat various conditions, such as 
chronic pain, spasms, and other conditions. 

vii Neuroplasticity is the brain's ability to change and adapt throughout life, reorganising its neural 
connections in response to experiences, learning, injury, or other stimuli. It is critical for learning, 
memory, and recovery from brain injuries. 

viii Interoception is the ability to perceive sensations inside the body, such as heartbeat, breathing, hunger, 
thirst, or the sensations that accompany emotions. It is called the "sixth sense" because, unlike the five 
senses that allow us to perceive the external world, interoception allows us to perceive what is 
happening inside our body. 
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positive effects on executive function, moral cognition, and social participation functions 

of the brain.32  

The Buddha – a title given to Siddhartha Gautama after his enlightenment process – 

is considered an extraordinary being, but not a god or deity. The best way to understand 

what the Buddha is I learned the first day I entered the temple of the KTD monastery in 

Woodstock, New York accompanied by the head monk; He said to me – pointing to the 

gigantic golden statue of the Buddha: "The Buddha represents who you are when you 

have realised your full potential." From this perspective, the Buddha is a metaphor for 

self-realisation.  

The enumerative and didactic pedagogy of Buddhism 

In the transmission of the teachings, Buddhism uses a very characteristic and effective 

traditional didactic technique as a pedagogical method, which includes enumerating key 

principles with numerical structures, for example: the three jewels, the four noble truths, 

the five precepts, the six perfections, the eightfold path, etc. These mnemonic 

enumerations are a pedagogical strategy in the oral transmission of early Buddhism and 

have their origins in early monastic communities to convey complex teachings in a clear, 

memorisable, and recitable manner (or for chanting). This resource is not unique to 

Buddhism, it has also been used in Hinduism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Greek and 

Roman philosophy –which also had a strong oral tradition before the invention of paper 

by the Chinese in the 1st century.  Even today these mnemonic techniques are still used 

especially in esoteric traditions, alternative therapies, currents of spiritual self-help and 

traditional pedagogies.  

History 

Buddhism dates to the 5th century BCE, founded on the teachings and discourses of 

Siddhartha Gautama – born in Lumbini (today Nepal), in 563 BCE. He was called 

"Buddha" after his process of "awakening" or "enlightenment" (Pāḷi: bodhi) that took 

place in 528 BCE –at his 35 years of age, in Bodh Gaya (currently in the state of Bihar, 

India).ix  

The Buddha's first major teachings took place in Sarnathx, India, shortly after his 

"enlightenment" and are known as the First Discourse of the Buddha on the Four Noble 

Truths (Pāḷi: Dhammacakkappavattana), where he captures the essence of Buddhism. 

The Four Noble Truths are its central theme, and it is accompanied by collateral 

teachings that would be expanded by monks and scholars in Buddhist communities in 

 

ix These dates are illustrative and based on the most well-known commentaries, but they are not 
necessarily accurate, because multiple sources cite other dates. 

x Sarnath also called Deer Park, became a citadel that had up to more than a thousand temples, where 
Buddhism was studied, until it was destroyed in the 12th century during one of the Muslim conquests 
in northern India. 
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the following centuries.  

A few months after Buddha died –that is, he entered parinirvāṇa (or nirvāṇa without 

residue) in 483 BCE, at 80 years of age, the first Buddhist council was formed with the 

idea of preserving his teachings (Pāḷi: suttas, Sanskrit: sutras) which was done through 

oral tradition to remember, care for and transmit them using repetition,  rhythm and 

mnemonic formulas. It took three centuries for these to begin to be documented in 

writing on palm leaves in what is later became known as the Pāḷi canon (Pāḷi: tipitaka, 

Sanskrit: tripitaka), and was publishedxi in 29 BCE, in the Aluvihara monastery in Sri 

Lanka. This is the most complete canon of early Buddhist scriptures33 and is accepted 

by all Buddhist traditions.  

The Three Traditions of Buddhism 

Buddhist philosophy emerged in dialogue with Vedic thought, the dominant spiritual and 

philosophical framework of ancient India. Hinduism, which evolved from Vedic 

philosophy between approximately 800 BCE and 200 BCE, was undergoing its second 

stage of synthesis around the same period that Buddhism arose in the 5th century BCE. 

From the outset, Buddhism departed significantly from core Vedic views.34 The 

Buddha encouraged philosophical debate and rigorous inquiry, a tradition that has 

continued throughout Buddhist history. The intellectual and spiritual environment of the 

time, particularly the Śramaṇa movement — a diverse network of ascetic communities 

concerned with liberation — provided fertile ground for exchange. It is more likely that 

Buddhism and Jainism, emerging as contemporaneous movements within the wider 

śramaṇa tradition, mutually engaged with shared ideas and practices. Since Mahāvīra 

is generally regarded as slightly earlier than the Buddha and is mentioned in early 

Buddhist texts as an established teacher, the evidence suggests that the Buddha was 

influenced by Jain doctrines rather than the other way around.35 

Following the passing of the Buddha, monastic communities (saṅghas) dedicated to 

the study, preservation, and practice of the Dharma were established — many of which 

continue to this day. Over the last 2,500 years, this dynamic process of interpretation 

and adaptation has given rise to three major traditions that, while sharing a common 

foundation in the Pāḷi Canon as an ancient and authoritative record of the Buddha’s 

teachings, have developed distinct philosophies, practices, and texts.xii Both Tibetan 

Buddhism and Zen expanded their own canonical frameworks and philosophical 

systems, building upon and reinterpreting early teachings in light of new contexts and 

insights.  

 

xi It did not really "publish" in the current sense, but was first written down on palm leaves, due to the risk 
of losing the oral tradition due to wars and famines. 

xii The Pāḷi canon Also called "Tipitaka" (Pāḷi ti, "three," + piṭaka, "baskets"), is the collection of texts that 

form the doctrinal foundation of Theravāda Buddhism.  
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The three major Buddhist traditions are commonly identified as: 

• Theravāda — often referred to as the “Teaching of the Elders,” representing 

the early Buddhist school that preserves the Pāḷi Canon as its primary 

scriptural basis. 

• Zen — a school of the Mahāyāna tradition, emphasising direct, non-

conceptual realisation and seated meditation (zazen). 

• Tibetan Buddhism — initially rooted in the Mahāyāna framework, which later 

evolved into the Vajrayāna system, integrating advanced tantric methods and 

a rich philosophical synthesis. 

 

The Pāḷi canon contains essential Buddhism in three parts (Tipitaka) which are: 

1. Monastic Rules (Vinaya Piṭaka) 

2. Sermons, Discourses, and Dialogues (Sutta Piṭaka) 

3. Analytic and psychological philosophy on mind and reality (Abhidhamma Piṭaka) 

The core teachings of the Buddha, later elaborated by monastic schools and 

scholars, are traditionally framed as the Three Turnings of the Wheel of Dharma, 

grounded in the foundational teaching on the Three Jewels.  

The Three Jewels of Buddhism 

The study of Buddhism begins with the enumeration of the Three Jewels, which form 

the foundation of Buddhist practice and continue to influence its study today. This origin 

traces back to the Buddha's first disciple, Kondañña, who became the first member of 

what would later develop into the Buddhist community after having “realised” or deeply 

understood the Dharma. The Three Jewels, also known as the Triple Gem (Sanskrit: 

Triratna), represent the symbolic refuge for practitioners: (1) the Buddha, (2) the 

Dharma (the teachings), and (3) the Saṅgha (the community of practitioners). 

The ritual way in which a recitation is initiated involves acceptance of the Buddhist 

path and says, "I take refuge in the Buddha, I take refuge in the Dharma, and I take 

refuge in the saṅgha”.  

Theravāda
Early Buddhism: -3BCE-5CE

Sri Lanka, Thailand, Burma, 

Laos, Cambodia Tibetan
Mahāyāna -Vajrayāna: 7-9CE

Tibet, Buthan, Nepal

Chan / Zen
Mahāyāna: 6-7 CE

China, Japan, 

Korea, Vietnam
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c. The Three Turns of the Wheel of Dharmaxiii 

The teaching of the Buddha is traditionally described in terms of the Setting in Motion 

the Wheel of the Dhamma or the Three Turnings of the Wheel of Dharma (Pāḷi: 

Dhammacakkappavattana). This framework presents the Dharma as unfolding in 

three broad phases over the course of Indian Buddhist history.  

The early essential teaching that took place during the Buddha's lifetime corresponds 

to first turning, beginning with the Buddha’s own lifetime (5th–4th century BCE), 

established the foundational teachings of the path. From around the 1st century BCE, 

the Buddhist communities of India evolved doctrinally towards new currents of thought 

and practice that gave rise to the second turning, which emphasised the ideal of the 

Bodhisattva and the aspiration for universal liberation (Sanskrit: nirvāṇa). By the 5th 

century CE, further philosophical developments—particularly in Yogācāra and 

Tathāgatagarbha thought—were consolidated as the third turning, offering refined 

insights into the nature of consciousness and reality. 

The first turn of the wheel of Dharma: the four noble truths 

The teachings of the first turning, preserved in the Pāḷi Canon, present the Four Noble 

Truths as the framework that defines Buddhism in all its elements, later clarified and 

expanded in subsequent turnings of the wheel by monastic communities and Buddhist 

scholars. Table 2.1 outlines this foundational phase in the development of Buddhism. 

 

 

xiii El término Sánscrito de la raíz dhr que significa “sostener, soportar” y se refiere a la “ley universal que 
lo sostiene todo”. El Dharma como concepto tiene orígenes en la filosofía védica (1500 a.e.c.) y se 
adaptó a las diferentes filosofías hindús, incluyendo hinduismo y budismo (500 a.e.c.). 

Table 2.1. First Turning of the Wheel of Dharma – Early Buddhism (Theravāda)
Teaching / Theme

Main figure(s)
Explanation Key Texts Historical Period

1. Dukkha – Recognition of 

suffering.

2. Samudaya – The origin 

of suffering: attachment 

(taṇhā ) and ignorance 

(avijjā ).

3. Nirodha – Cessation of 

suffering.

4. Magga – The Eightfold 

Path as the method of 

liberation.

- Anattā – Non-self

- Anicca – Impermanence

- Śūnyatā (early sense) – 

Emptiness of inherent 

existence

- Paṭiccasamuppāda – 

Dependent origination

- Khandhas – Five 

aggregates

The Four Noble Truths 

(Cattāri Ariya Saccāni )

Siddhārtha Gautama (the 

Buddha)

Dhammacakkappavattana 

Sutta (Setting the Wheel of 

Dharma in Motion)
ca. 528 BCE – during 

the life of the Buddha

Key Doctrines Pāli Canon ca. 5th century BCE
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• The four noble truths as a therapeutic model 

The Four Noble Truths can be understood as a four-step therapeutic framework, 

outlining (a) the problem, (b) the cause, (c) the prognosis, and (d) the method:  

1. The Problem — Assessment — duḥkha: The first truth recognises the 

existence of dissatisfaction or suffering, known in Sanskrit as duḥkha. This 

concept is broader than the common translation of “suffering”; it encompasses a 

range of existential discomforts, including subtle dissatisfaction and pervasive 

unsatisfactoriness. In a contemporary context, duḥkha could be compared — 

metaphorically — to the spectrum of psychological and behavioural conditions 

identified in diagnostic systems such as the ICD-11 or DSM-5-TR. The core 

insight is that suffering is an inherent part of human existence.  

2. The Cause — Case Formulation — taṇhā: The second truth identifies the origin 

of suffering as taṇhā, often translated as craving, attachment, or thirst — the 

compulsive drive to seek satisfaction in transient experiences. As stated in the 

Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11):  

“This, monks, is the Noble Truth of the origin of suffering: it is this craving that 

leads to renewed existence, accompanied by delight and lust, seeking delight 

here and there.”).36 

3. The Prognosis — Cessation of duḥkha: The third truth offers a prognosis: the 

cessation of duḥkha is possible. By letting go of craving, attachment, and the 

thirst for existence — the root causes of suffering — one can experience a 

profound liberation, often described as nirvāṇa, the extinguishing of the fires of 

desire, aversion, and ignorance. 

4. The Method — Path to Liberation – Intervention — The Therapy: The fourth 

truth presents the method for the cessation of duḥkha. It is expressed through 

two complementary approaches: 

a. Mindfulness practice and vipassanā (insight meditation), cultivating sati 

Table 2.1.b First Turning of the Wheel of Dharma – Early Buddhism (Theravāda)
Teaching / Theme

Main figure(s)
Explanation Key Texts Historical Period

- Vipassanā – Insight 

meditation

- Samatha – Concentration 

meditation

- Sati – Mindfulness

- Majjhimā Paṭipadā – The 

Middle Way

Vinaya Pitaka – Monastic 

discipline.

Abhidhamma Pitaka – 

Philosophical and 

psychological analysis of 

phenomena.

Practice Methods Pāli Canon ca. 5th century BCE

Disciplinary and 

Analytical Texts
Pāli Canon

ca. 3rd century BCE 

(systematisation)



 

19 

(awareness) and clear comprehension. 

b. The Noble Eightfold Path, which consists of eight principles traditionally 

organised into three core domains: 

✓ Ethics (Sīla) — Guiding how we interact with others, to minimise 

harm and foster integrity: 

▪ Right speech 

▪ Right action 

▪ Right livelihood 

✓ Concentration (Samādhi) — Training the mind to be stable, calm, 

and focused: 

▪ Right effort 

▪ Right mindfulness 

▪ Right concentration 

✓ Wisdom (Paññā) — Cultivating deep understanding of the nature 

of existence: 

▪ Right view 

▪ Right intention 

Why This Model Is Therapeutic.  

Viewed through a contemporary lens, the Four Noble Truths resemble a process-

oriented therapeutic model: 

• Assessment: identifying the nature of the problem (duḥkha). 

• Case formulation: understanding the causes (taṇhā and ignorance). 

• Prognosis: recognising that freedom from suffering is attainable. 

• Intervention: following a structured path of ethical conduct, mental training, 

and wisdom to facilitate sustainable transformation. 

The three marks of existence and the five aggregates 

The Buddha then lays out in the Dharmačakra pravartana sūtra a series of 

adjacent concepts called the "three marks of existence" which are:  

a. Impermanence (Aniccā) – Everything changes and is transient.  

b. Suffering or Unsatisfactoriness (Duḥkha) – All conditioned things are 

ultimately unsatisfactory. 

c. Non-self (Pāḷi –Anattā, Sanskrit – Anātman). There is no permanent, 

independent self. The teaching of Anattā is a key concept because it marks a 

major break with the prevailing Vedic philosophy of the time which emphasises 

that the ātman (a Sanskrit word for the true or eternal Self or self-existent 

essence or an impersonal witness consciousness within each individual) is the 

true, eternal, never-changing self,  pure consciousness is therefore 
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indestructible and connects with the ultimate reality which is Brahman. In the 

Upanishads there is a famous phrase that says, "Tat Tvam Asi" which means 

"That is what you are" referring to this "I" (it can be called "the soul").  

In the teaching of anattā, the Buddha simply says that there is no permanent, 

independent, and unchanging soul or essence in any being or phenomenon 

and that everything we experience—body, sensations, perceptions, thoughts, 

consciousness—is impermanent (aniccā) and is "not-self" (anattā) and hence 

any attachment and identification with these aspects or experiences as if they 

were "I,"  cause suffering (duḥkha). 

Finally, he develops the concept of the five aggregates, as the components of 

personal experience that we conventionally call the "self": 

1. Form (Rūpa) – the physical body and material phenomena. 

2. Feeling (Vedanā) – pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral sensations. 

3. Perception (Saññā / Saṃjñā) – recognition or labelling of experiences. 

4. Mental Formations (Saṅkhāra / Saṃskāra) – thoughts, intentions, 

volitions, and conditioning factors. 

5. Consciousness (Viññāṇa / Vijñāna) – awareness of sensory and mental 

objects. 

From here, the Buddha teaches the insight practice using the concept of the 

Five Aggregates as a framework to deconstruct the illusion of a permanent “I”: 

“I am not form, I am not feeling, I am not perception, I am not mental 

formations, I am not consciousness.” 

Practice methods (Therapeutic solution): Vipassanā and Satipaṭṭhāna 

Vipassanā (or deep insight) is a practice of "naked" awareness, the main tool for 

directly observing the nature of mind and experience. The goal of Vipassanā is to 

develop wisdom through direct observation of the three marks of existence: 

Impermanence (aniccā), dissatisfaction or suffering (duḥkha), and absence of a 

fixed self (anattā).  

Satipaṭṭhāna or mindfulness is a central practice in the Buddha's teachings – 

derived from vipassanā meaning "the establishment of mindfulness" or "presence 

of mindfulness" as the essence of developing a healthy state of mind.  

The Second Turn of the Wheel of Dharma: Buddhist philosophical systems 

The second turning of the Wheel of Dharma, associated with the rise of the Mahayāna 

tradition, emerged several centuries after the passing of Siddhārtha Gautama, the 

historical Buddha (Śākyamuni). This turning marked a profound philosophical evolution 

of early Buddhist teachings, expanding foundational principles such as impermanence, 

non-self, and dependent origination into more radical explorations of emptiness, mind, 

and non-duality. 
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Table 2.2 presents an overview of the principal Mahayāna philosophical systems that 

developed during this period — Prajñāpāramitā, Madhyamaka, Yogācāra, and 

Tathāgatagarbha — each contributing unique insights into the nature of consciousness 

and the path to liberation.  

 

From here onwards, the main philosophical and practical currents of Buddhism 

began to take shape. Theravāda consolidated earlier, between the 3rd and 1st centuries 

BCE, while Chan/Zen and Tibetan (Vajrayāna) Buddhism developed later, between the 

6th and 9th centuries CE. The Tibetan and Zen traditions evolved in very different ways, 

yet both are deeply rooted in the insights of these second and third turns. These later 

developments aim not only to clarify and reinterpret the foundational concepts of the 

Table 2.2. Second Turning of the Wheel of Dharma – Mahāyāna Philosophical Systems
Teaching / Theme

Main figure(s)
Explanation Key Texts Historical Period

- Central insight into 

emptiness (śūnyatā ) and 

the absence of inherent 

existence.

- Emphasis on non-

conceptual wisdom 

(prajñā ) and compassion 

(karuṇā ).

- Ideal of the bodhisattva 

path.

- Emptiness of inherent 

existence (śūnyatā ).

- Dependent origination 

(pratītyasamutpāda ).

- The Two Truths: 

conventional and ultimate 

reality.

- Use of prasaṅga 

(reductio) dialectics to 

deconstruct fixed views.

- Reality as mind-only 

(cittamātra ).

- Analysis of the eight 

consciousnesses, 

including the storehouse 

consciousness (ālaya-

vijñāna ).

- Transformation of 

consciousness into wisdom.

- Framework of the three 

natures (trisvabhāva ): 

imagined, dependent, and 

perfected.

- All beings possess innate 

buddha-nature: luminous, 

pure, and ever-present.

- Basis for later Chan, Zen, 

and Vajrayāna 

interpretations.

Yogācāra (Mind-Only / 

Consciousness-Only )

Asaṅga, Vasubandhu.

Saṃdhinirmocana Sūtra , 

Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra , 

Triṃśikā  (Thirty Verses).

ca. 4th–5th centuries 

CE

Tathāgatagarbha (Buddha-

Nature Teachings )

Various Mahāyāna 

masters.

Tathāgatagarbha Sūtras , 

Śrīmālādevī Siṃhanāda 

Sūtra , Mahāparinirvāṇa 

Sūtra .

Prajñāpāramitā 

(Perfection of Wisdom )

Early Mahāyāna 

communities.

Aṣṭasāhasrikā 

Prajñāpāramitā Sūtra 

(8,000 Lines), Heart Sūtra 

(Prajñāpāramitāhṛdaya ), 

Diamond Sūtra 

(Vajracchedikā ), Lotus 

Sūtra 

(Saddharmapuṇḍarīka ).

1st century BCE – early 

centuries CE

Madhyamaka (Middle 

Way )

Nāgārjuna, later 

commentators such as 

Candrakīrti.

Mūlamadhyamakakārikā 

(Fundamental Verses of the 

Middle Way). ca. 150–250 CE
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Pāḷi Canon but also to explore consciousness more deeply as a direct path to insight, 

knowledge, and awakening. The key philosophical currents that emerged are:  

• Prajñāpāramitā Philosophy: Emptiness and Transcendent Wisdom –1 BCE—1CE 

The foundational texts of this stream are the Perfection of Wisdom Sūtras 

(including the Heart Sūtra and the Diamond Sūtra). Their central teaching is that 

all phenomena are empty (śūnya) of inherent existence — that neither persons 

nor things possess a fixed, independent essence. Realising this transcendent 

wisdom (Pāḷi: paññā, Sanskrit: prajñā, Tibetan: shes rab) is essential for 

awakening. This insight is not merely theoretical but is cultivated in daily life 

through meditative practices such as zazen and, in Zen, through the use of kōans, 

which help break habitual conceptual thinking.  

• Madhyamaka Philosophy: The Middle Way –2—3 centuries  

The Madhyamaka philosophy, systematised by Nāgārjuna during the Mahāyāna 

period, refines the teaching of emptiness through rigorous logic and dialectics. It 

emphasises the Middle Way between eternalism and nihilism, pointing to the lack 

of inherent existence in all phenomena while affirming the reality of dependent 

origination. Zen inherits aspects of this insight, valuing direct, non-conceptual 

experience that is often expressed and deepened through the Heart and Diamond 

Sūtras, where the radical nature of emptiness is revealed not only as a 

philosophical principle but as a transformative path to awakening.   

• Yogācāra Philosophy: Mind-Only (Cittamātra) –4—5 centuries  

The Yogācāra, or “Mind-Only,” school emphasises that experience is shaped by 

consciousness itself. It teaches that the mind is luminous and inherently pure, 

though obscured by defilements and habitual patterns. Importantly, emptiness 

here is not seen as nihilistic but as the ground of lived experience. Over time, Zen 

absorbed elements of Yogācāra, placing increasing emphasis on the immediacy 

of the present moment and recognising awakening in ordinary, everyday activities.  

• Tathāgatagarbha Philosophy: Buddha-Nature) –3—6 centuries 

The Tathāgatagarbha teachings propose that all beings inherently possess 

Buddha-nature — a pure, luminous potential for awakening that is temporarily 

veiled by ignorance and afflictive emotions. Though sometimes expressed as a 

metaphysical principle, it is better understood as a skilful means (Pāḷi, Sanskrit: 

Upāyakauśalya) to inspire practice. This view underlies many Mahāyāna and 

Vajrayāna practices, affirming that the natural state of mind is already radiant, 

pure, and awakened. 
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The Third Turn of the Wheel of Dharma: Buddhist meditative systems 

The third turning of the Wheel of Dharma is characterised by the emergence of Buddhist 

meditative systems that sought to integrate or reinterpret the earlier Mahayāna 

philosophical frameworks. Tensions between the four major Mahāyāna philosophies—

such as the potential for nihilistic misreadings of emptiness (śūnyatā)—prompted new 

doctrinal and practical developments. Between the 6th and 13th centuries, innovative 

meditative approaches began to flourish, emphasising direct, non-conceptual 

experience as the path to realisation. By the 13th century, many of these methods had 

matured into systematic and integrated training lineages. These traditions share a deep 

commitment to immediate, experiential awareness of ultimate reality, transcending 

intellectual analysis and scholastic abstraction. 

Table 2.3 summarises key meditative systems associated with the Third Turning of 

the Wheel of Dharma — including Chan/Zen, Tibetan Mahāmudrā, and Dzogchen — 

outlining their core insights, characteristic practices, and historical development. 

 

Buddhist Focus on the study of consciousness and awareness 

The Second and Third Turnings of the Wheel of Dharma laid the foundation for 

Buddhism’s deepening focus on the nature of consciousness and awareness, 

particularly through meditative systems that emphasised direct, experiential realisation. 

The evolution of these traditions reflects a shift from primarily analytical approaches to 

methods grounded in immediacy, presence, and non-conceptual insight. 

Table 2.3. Third Turning of the Wheel of Dharma – Vajrayāna and Meditative Systems
Teaching / Theme

Main figure(s)
Explanation Key Texts Historical Period

- Direct, non-conceptual 

experience of reality.

- Seated meditation 

(zazen ).

- Rejection of 

intellectualization and 

attachment to concepts.

- Kōan practice (paradoxical 

dialogues).

- Emphasis on satori 

(awakening) and immediacy 

of the present moment.

- Daily-life mindfulness.

- Recognition of the nature 

of mind: empty yet 

luminous.

- Analytical meditation to 

stabilize clarity.

- Integration of gradual and 

direct approaches to 

realization.

- Direct resting in 

awareness.

- Emphasis on clarity, non-

grasping, and natural 

awareness.

- Transmission within 

teacher–student lineage.

- Primordial awareness 

(rigpa ): pure, timeless, ever-

present.

- Trekchö : resting in the 

recognition of rigpa.

- Radical immediacy beyond 

conceptual elaboration.

- Tögal : visionary practice 

integrating body, energy, 

and mind.

- Reality as spontaneously 

perfected (lhun grub ).

Dzogchen (Vajrayāna, 

Nyingma School )

Garab Dorje, 

Padmasambhava, 

Vimalamitra, 

Longchenpa.

ca. 8th–13th centuries 

CE (continuing into 

present)

Chan / Zen (Mahayāna )

Bodhidharma, Huineng, 

Dōgen, Rinzai masters.

ca. 6th–12th centuries 

CE (China, Japan)

Mahāmudrā (Vajrayāna, 

Tibetan Buddhism ).

Tilopa, Naropa, Marpa, 

Atisha, Gampopa.

ca. 8th–11th centuries 

CE
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Chan / Zen and Tiāntái (China and Japan, consolidated by the 13th century) 

Chan, later known as Zen in Japan, emphasises the direct experience of awakening 

through zazen (seated meditation) and mindful awareness, while deliberately de-

emphasising intellectual analysis and doctrinal study. Its aim is the immediate 

recognition of the nature of mind, free from conceptual intermediaries, pointing 

practitioners toward the simplicity and spontaneity of the present moment. 

By the 20th century, Zen was reinterpreted and widely disseminated in the West, 

where it often intersected with psychology, philosophy, and secular mindfulness 

practices. This modern synthesis has tended to emphasise direct experience and 

spontaneity as the essence of awakening, sometimes simplifying or re-contextualising 

classical monastic frameworks for contemporary audiences. 

Mahāmudrā (The Great Seal) (Tibet).  

Mahāmudrā, or “The Great Seal,” is a meditative path within the Kagyu lineage of 

Tibetan Buddhism, with deep roots in the Indian Mahāsiddha traditions. It emphasises 

direct recognition of the nature of mind, often through a progressive sequence of 

practices that can include calm abiding (Pail, Sanskrit: śamatha), insight meditation 

(vipaśyanā), visualisation, and subtle energy practices. 

Its core intent is to rest in non-dual awareness, perceiving ultimate reality beyond 

conceptual elaboration. In the 20th century, Mahāmudrā teachings became more 

globally accessible, as Tibetan masters adapted traditional methods to meet the needs 

of modern practitioners, while maintaining the path’s focus on immediate, experiential 

insight. 

Dzogchen (The Great Perfection) (Tibet, with roots in India) 

Dzogchenxiv, or “The Great Perfection,” is central to the Nyingma school of Tibetan 

Buddhism and emphasises recognising the primordial, uncontrived nature of mind. 

Unlike more gradual approaches, Dzogchen focuses on direct introduction to the natural 

state, characterised by spontaneity and radical simplicity, without reliance on complex 

visualisations or analytical methods. 

In the 20th century, Dzogchen teachings were transmitted widely beyond Tibet, where 

they have been reframed for modern audiences while preserving their orientation toward 

direct, present-moment awareness. These esoteric teachings or “treasure texts” (in 

Tibetan –termas) were concealed by 8th century master Padmasambhava throughout 

Tibet and the Himalayas to be revealed by tertöns (treasure-revealers) when conditions 

were ripe, roughly between the 10th and 18th centuries.  

 

xiv Mahāmudrā and Dzogchen are distinct systems, though they share emphasis on direct awareness; 
they are not interchangeable. 
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These three meditative approaches Chan (or Zen), Mahamudra and Dzogchen that 

arose in the Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna traditions, focus on (i) the nature of 

consciousness (Sanskrit; vijñāna) and (ii) direct awakening, and are considered to be 

post-Dharma (third turning of the wheel), but are deeply rooted in the teachings of the 

second and third turns, especially in the exploration of emptiness, Buddha-nature, and 

the awakened mind. These have been revisited since the 20th century, revitalised and 

disseminated as part of the modernisation movement of Buddhism. And as their study 

deepens and expands, they offer new opportunities for applications in psychology in 

general and in Gestalt Therapy.  

The emphasis of Buddhist philosophies on the study of consciousness was primarily 

about systematising and deepening the understanding of "subjective experience," which 

is the unique and non-transferable way in which each person interprets and experiences 

the world: how an individual perceives, interprets, and reacts to internal phenomena 

(inner thoughts, emotions, sensations) and external phenomena (outer objects, 

emotions, sensations, people, situations, etc.) through the filter of their own mind. The 

principles of subjective experience are how the mind constructs reality, how the self is 

a mental construct, how ignorance distorts subjective experience, and how liberation is 

achieved by cultivating a clear awareness.37  

SECOND AND THIRD TURN OF THE WHEEL OF DHARMA

FIRST

TURN

WHEEL OF

DHARMA

  MEDITATIVE APPROACHES

Source: Multiple sources by the author

Vajrayāna: Tibetan Buddhism

Direct recognition of primordial 

awareness (rigpa); the “Great 

Perfection.” Radical direct 

experience of Consciousness

Meditative path integrating 

gradual cultivation and direct 

recognition of mind’s nature 

(consciousness).

Zen Buddhism

Direct, non-conceptual 

experience through seated 

meditation (zazen) and kōan 

practice.

Root of Mahayana

The “Perfection of Wisdom”; 

foundational teachings on 

emptiness.

Philosophy of emptiness 

(śūnyatā) and dependent 

origination; analysis of non-dual 

reality.

Mahayana: Only mind

“Mind-only” (cittamātra) 

philosophy; analysis of eight 

consciousnesses including the 

storehouse mind (ālaya-vijñāna).

Buddhist philosophical systems focused on the study of 

Consciousness

Madhyamaka

Prajñāpāramitā Yogācāra
Mahayana: Emptiness

Analyses consciousness as 

momentary, contitioned 

pehnomena. Centuries 3-6

Centuries 3-5 CE

1 BCE--onward Centuries 4-5 CE

Abhidharma Tathāgatagarbha

1 BCE--onward

Theravāda 

Mahayana: Buddha nature

Teachings on innate buddha-

nature: luminous, pure, and 

present in all beings.

Centuries 6-12 CE

Buddhist 

philosophical 

systems focused 

on Consciousness

Centuries 8-11 CE

Vajrayāna: Tibetan Buddhism

Dzogchen Chan / Zen
Mahāmudrā

Centuries 8--onward

Early Buddism
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The diagram above serves not only as an overall summary of Buddhist philosophies 

and its corresponding meditative approaches but also highlights the extensiveness of 

Buddhist knowledge and how it is being absorbed in the west and the psychological 

community at large over the past 100 years.  

d. Buddhist psychology  

Buddhist psychology is based on psychological knowledge and methodologies from 

Buddhism that originated more than 2,500 years ago, it is dedicated to the 

understanding of the mind and human experience that arises from introspective 

practice, phenomenological analysis (direct experience of the present), and 

contemplative ethics (wisdom born of the attentive observation of reality as it is). 

Buddhist psychology focuses on recognising the reality of psychological suffering, 

identifying its causes, understanding that it is possible to solve it by cultivating healthy 

mental states, and provides a systematic methodology and practices (such as 

mindfulness) as a way of understanding and realising the ultimate nature of mind and 

consciousness.  

It is important to understand that, in early monastic communities, meditative Buddhist 

practices were not applied as a dialogic modality as we do today in psychotherapy. 

These were individual contemplative practices whose goal was personal spiritual 

liberation, not with a goal of "psychological healing" as we understand it today. The 

existence of saṅghas (communities of study and practice) does imply that there was 

indeed a relationship between guide or teacher and student –as in assisting the student 

in its own study. In addition, the notion of suffering to which the Buddha referred then 

was more existential in character than related to emotional trauma, it is only from the 

1960s that these practices have been reinterpreted in the current therapeutic context 

using dialogical techniques, opening therapeutic spaces of a clinical nature.  

In 1979 Jon Kabat-Zinn founded the Clinic for Stress Reduction at the University of 

Massachusetts, where he developed the MBSR (Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction) 

program, an event that marks the beginning of the clinical formalisation of the use of 

Buddhist practices and from then on, a more rigorous dialogue between Buddhist 

psychology and Western psychology was established. By the year 2000, formal 

curricula on Buddhist psychology and therapies derived from it or integrated with other 

therapies. In 1987 the Chilean neurobiologist Francisco Varela, after a stay at Harvard 

University, organised the first meeting between Western scientists and Buddhist 

scholars in Dharamshala, India (the base of the Tibetan government in exile) with the 

Dalai Lama that led to the publication of the book Sleeping, Dreaming and Dying, An 

Exploration of Consciousness with the Dalai Lama.38 that consolidated a scientific 

recognition of the Buddhist method and its benefits, and opened a new areas of 

research in neuroscience.39.  
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3. Influences of Buddhism on Psychology and Gestalt Therapy 

Both the field of psychology and eventually Gestalt Therapy were influenced by 

Buddhism in different ways, direct and indirect, and it all began centuries earlier. The 

review of chapters 1 and 2 illustrates the initial trajectory of Gestalt Therapy and the 

centuries of Buddhist philosophy. How were these influences woven?  

a. The Influences of Buddhism in the West and in Gestalt Therapy 

Two stages can be deduced, one from the 17th century to the end of the 19th century 

and the second from the beginning of the 20th century to the present day. 

17th century to late 19th century 

From the 17th century onwards, a gradual dissemination of Buddhist philosophy began 

thanks to the creation of printing presses that gave increasingly massive accessibility to 

texts previously hidden or available only in monasteries. The chronology of these 

publications was:  

• The printing of Chang (Zen) texts in China began during the Tang Dynasty 

(618–907 BCE), but developed and expanded significantly during the Song 

(960–1279), and Yuan (1271–1368) dynasties, although it was in Japan where 

Zen literature was massively printed from the 17th century;40  

• The first Tibetan Buddhist printing press in Narthang Monastery was founded 

in 1153 printing on wooden blocks, and it was only until the 17th to 19th 

centuries that it published massively. This printing press was partially 

destroyed during the Chinese Cultural Revolution under Mao.41 Among the 

most recent esoterological (systems of reserved knowledge) texts are the 

teachings of Dzogchen philosophy, which had been hidden in caves or 

between the walls of monasteries since the 8th century and have been 

gradually translated and codified. Many of these hidden texts are still being 

found today. 

• The Theravāda tradition in Sri Lanka began its own publishing efforts in July 

1862 with the establishment of the Lankapakāra Press at Paramananda 

Vihāra in Galle, Sri Lanka—a strategic cultural response by Buddhist leaders 

to the growing literary influence of Christian missionaries.42  

Through independent efforts within their respective traditions, the large-scale printing 

of Buddhist texts—in Pāḷi, Tibetan, Chinese, and later Japanese—greatly facilitated the 

preservation and wider circulation of doctrinal and practical materials. These 

developments laid the groundwork for the global transmission of Buddhism, which 

gained momentum between the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as these 

texts began to be translated into Western languages. Early translations and studies, 

often published in scholarly journals and periodicals, particularly those originating from 
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East Asia, provided a foundation for the integration of Buddhist ideas into Western 

philosophy, psychology, and emerging spiritual movements. 

This historical trajectory indicates that the transmission of Buddhism to the West 

occurred through multiple channels, both direct and indirect, as Buddhist texts and 

commentaries gradually became available in European languages. The earliest 

Western accounts of Buddhism can be traced to Jesuit missionaries such as 

St. Francis Xavier and Ippolito Desideri who, beginning in the early seventeenth century, 

travelled in East Asia—China and Tibet specifically—and recorded detailed 

observations of Buddhist doctrine and practice.43 The academic institutionalisation of 

Chinese studies in France can be traced to 1814, when the Collège de France created 

its first Chair of Chinese and Manchu Language and Literature. This chair was awarded 

to the largely self‑taught sinologist Jean‑Pierre Abel‑Rémusat—thus marking the formal 

birth of European academic sinology.44 In 1837—though the work was formally 

published in 1844—the French scholar Eugène Burnouf authored Introduction à 

l’histoire du bouddhisme indien (Paris, Imprimerie Royale, 1844), one of the first 

rigorous academic studies of Indian Buddhism grounded in Sanskrit and Pāḷi sources. 

Between 1844 and 1852, he also completed his French translation of the Lotus Sūtra, 

titled Le Lotus de la bonne loi (Paris, Imprimerie Nationale, 1852), along with an 

extensive commentary on Mahāyāna themes.45 The latter half of the nineteenth century 

saw the institutionalisation of Buddhist studies in Europe: in 1881, T. W. Rhys Davids 

founded the Pāḷi Text Society (PTS) in the United Kingdom, dedicated to editing, 

translating, and publishing the Theravāda canon in English.46 Around the same period, 

Max Müller of Oxford University directed the monumental “Sacred Books of the East 

series” (1879–1910), which included numerous Buddhist texts translated from Sanskrit, 

Chinese, and Pāḷi. In the 1830s, the Hungarian scholar Sándor Kőrösi Csoma travelled 

extensively in Ladakh and Tibet, where he compiled and published the first scientific 

Tibetan grammar and the first Tibetan–English dictionary—foundational works for 

Tibetan studies in Europe.47 

During this period in the West there was a flourishing of academies, printing presses, 

scientific societies, and universities that enabled the wide circulation of ideas, including 

knowledge about Buddhism. This development can be compared to the Islamic Golden 

Age of the 8th and 9th centuries, when the translation of texts—including those of Greek 

philosophers—played a fundamental role in the transmission and enrichment of 

knowledge. That movement fostered vibrant intellectual exchange among Christians, 

Jews, and Muslims, marked by a spirit of dialogue, critique, and cross-cultural creativity. 

The first philosopher of the German school to be influenced by Vedanta, Buddhism, 

and Taoism was Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860)48 so much so that he called the 

Upaniṣads his favourite book; he studied the Lankavatāra Sutra and the Sutra of the 

forty-two sections, from journals and from early sinologists.  
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Late 19th century to today 

The most notable philosophers who engaged with Buddhism include Friedrich 

Nietzsche (1844–1900), who had an ambivalent relationship with it. He often criticised 

Buddhism—at times calling Tibetan Buddhism “degenerate”—yet his familiarity with 

these texts shows that he had at least studied them. 49 William James (1842–1910), by 

contrast, was not directly influenced by Buddhist philosophy but shared resonances with 

it through his pioneering studies of states of consciousness and attention. Martin 

Heidegger (1889–1976) encountered Buddhist thought more explicitly during the 1950s, 

when he came into direct contact with Zen scholars of the Kyoto School.50 Each of these 

thinkers contributed philosophical and psychological perspectives that could have 

shaped, or at least indirectly influenced Fritz Perls’ views on consciousness, 

authenticity, the self, and the therapeutic process. These philosophers were part of the 

intellectual curriculum that the Perls would have encountered during their university 

studies. Later, Carl Gustav Jung (1875–1961) and Alan Watts (1915–1973) addressed 

Buddhism more directly, as did other contemporary philosophers of the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries. Jung, already familiar with Zen, wrote the foreword to D.T. Suzuki's 

“An Introduction to Zen Buddhism” (1934), one of the first works to bring Zen into 

dialogue with Western thought. 51 

By the middle of the 20th century, Buddhism began to exert a strong influence on the 

emerging field of humanistic psychology, most notably through Abraham Maslow52 

(1908–1970), Carl Rogers (1902–1987), Fritz Perls (1893–1979), and Laura Perls 

(1905–1990). 53 Other influential psychologists such as Erich Fromm (1900–1980) and 

Rollo May (1909–1994) also engaged with Buddhist thought, particularly in relation to 

existential and humanistic concerns. 54 In the 1950s, this seminal stage of humanistic 

psychology was shaped in part by encounters with Buddhism, both through 

philosophical resonance and, increasingly, through the availability of Buddhist teachers 

and texts in the West. After the annexation of Tibet by China in 1959—a process 

euphemistically called the "peaceful liberation of Tibet"—many Tibetan Buddhist 

masters went into exile and migrated to the West. They carried with them profound 

spiritual teachings, which deepened intellectual integration with Western psychology, 

sparked a growing interest in meditation, and eventually fostered dialogue with multiple 

Buddhist traditions.55 

In later decades, this dialogue expanded through several key figures who helped 

integrate Buddhism into Western psychology and culture: Jon Kabat-Zinn pioneered the 

use of mindfulness in medicine through Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR);56 

Thich Nhat Hanh brought mindfulness practice into everyday life and peace work;57 Jack 

Kornfield, Joseph Goldstein, and Tara Brach helped establish Insight Meditation in the 

West while building bridges to psychotherapy;58 and Mark Epstein explored the 

intersection of Buddhist thought and psychoanalysis.59 Together, they carried forward 

the encounter between Buddhism and psychology into clinical practice, therapy, and the 
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broader culture of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. 

In this environment of expanding knowledge, Buddhist philosophy gradually entered 

the intellectual consciousness of the West with figures such as D.T. Suzuki and Alan 

Watts, who published directly for the West60 –at the time that Fritz and Laura still lived 

in South Africa and prepared their first book, Ego, Hunger and Aggression. However, 

the most direct influence of Buddhism on Gestalt Therapy is still tangential and would 

be expanded later. Fritz Perls was influenced in various ways by Carl Gustav Jung, 

although his relationship with Jung was less direct than with Freud or Reich. Even so, 

there are important Jungian elements that Perls integrated or reinterpreted in his own 

way such as his work with the unconscious, the idea of individuation that is intimately 

related to that of integration, symbolic and metaphorical language, dreams, the spiritual 

and existential dimension and the SELF as the centre of experience distinguishing it 

from the ego – although in Gestalt Therapy the SELF is more of a dynamic process of 

adjustment – which emphasises authenticity and full presence.61 

b. Key concepts in Gestalt Therapy with origins in Buddhist philosophical 

systems 

The “here and now” 

The concept of the "here and now" has deep roots in Vedānta, Hinduism, Buddhism, 

and Taoism. Each tradition expresses it in a distinctive way, yet they converge on the 

insight that mindfulness of the present moment is essential for freedom, wisdom, and 

spiritual fulfilment.62 In Theravāda Buddhism, the practice of sati is oriented toward 

observing the arising and cessation of phenomena (nirodha). In Zen Buddhism, the 

practice of zazen leads to the present moment as the only point of access to reality. In 

Tibetan Buddhism, mindfulness is cultivated to recognise rigpa (wisdom), the luminous 

and non-dual nature of the mind in the immediacy of experience.  

In Gestalt Therapy, the "here and now" is a fundamental pillar for connecting with the 

experiential field. It emphasises the immediacy of experience, bringing attention back 

to the present moment. For Perls, this was a way to interrupt evasive behaviours, foster 

self-responsibility, and increase awareness of bodily and emotional states (e.g., asking: 

“What do you feel in your body right now?”).63 Techniques such as the empty chair were 

designed to bring unfinished or stagnant experiences into the present, where they could 

be re-experienced and transformed.64 

Perls was initially known for his theatrical and confrontational style, especially during 

his time at Esalen in the 1960s, where therapeutic drama was a hallmark of his 

approach.65 From the 1990s onwards, however, Gestalt therapy evolved into a more 

compassionate and integrative practice, incorporating insights from neuroscience and 

trauma studies, and with a deeper sensitivity to embodied processes. Today, "the here 

and now" is also understood relationally, as what unfolds in the immediate encounter 
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between patient and therapist—a co-created field of awareness. 

This orientation also resonates with phenomenology. Although Edmund Husserl 

never acknowledged Buddhist influence, phenomenological practice similarly 

emphasises direct description of lived experience without the overlay of interpretation 

or theory. In this way, phenomenology and Gestalt therapy converge on the cultivation 

of presence.  

Carl Rogers likewise integrated the "here and now" into his person-centred therapy, 

particularly through the emphasis on genuine encounter, congruence, and empathic 

presence. In this broader context, the "here and now" emerges not only as a therapeutic 

technique but as a shared philosophical and spiritual orientation—one that bridges 

Buddhist practice, phenomenological philosophy, and humanistic psychology. 

Seen in this light, the "here and now" functions as a meeting point between Eastern 

contemplative traditions and Western therapeutic approaches. In Buddhism, presence 

is cultivated as the gateway to liberation; in Gestalt and humanistic psychology, it is the 

ground for authenticity, healing, and growth. Both perspectives affirm that freedom does 

not lie in escaping the present but in entering it fully—whether through mindfulness, 

phenomenological description, or therapeutic dialogue. This shared orientation 

highlights a deeper continuity: the transformation of human suffering begins with 

awareness of what is unfolding in this very moment. 

Consciousness and awareness 

The concepts of awareness and consciousness in Western psychology and Gestalt 

Therapy share notable parallels with Buddhist terminology, though they are not precise 

equivalents. In Buddhist thought, consciousness (vijñāna) refers to the basic cognitive 

function that arises dependently on sensory input and mental processes, whereas 

awareness often denotes a deeper, non-conceptual presence capable of observing the 

arising and passing of thoughts, sensations, and emotions without attachment or 

aversion. Buddhist frameworks frequently distinguish between ordinary consciousness 

(vijñāna)—conditioned and dualistic, arising through the senses and conceptual 

thought—and non-dual awareness (rigpa or the luminous mind, citta), regarded in many 

traditions as timeless, unconditioned, and central to liberation.  

• Convergence and divergence in the approach to understanding awareness between 

Western psychology, Gestalt Therapy and Buddhism 

In psychology and psychotherapy, awareness is typically approached in its 

conditioned form, closely tied to processes such as perception, attention, and 

emotion. Language itself often limits how far this inquiry can go, since Western 

discourse tends to blur the distinction between consciousness and awareness. In 

Buddhist thought, however, this distinction is more carefully articulated: 

consciousness (vijñāna/viññāṇa) refers to the moment-to-moment operations of 
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attending to objects, while awareness is understood as a richer, more fluid field—

spacious, non-dual, and capable of holding experience without fragmentation. 

Contemporary therapeutic movements—particularly mindfulness-based, somatic, 

and transpersonal approaches, as well as certain developments within Gestalt 

Therapy—have begun to explore aspects of this broader sense of awareness, 

resonant with Buddhist insights.66 While still relatively niche, this represents a 

promising frontier where Buddhist studies on consciousness and awareness can 

deepen and refine psychological and therapeutic practice.  

The following table shows the differences in the approach to awareness between 

Gestalt Therapy and Buddhist philosophy: 

 

Aspect Gestalt Buddhist philosophy 

Present focus Cultivation of awareness in 
the here and now with 
emphasis on direct 
experience and contact with 
the environment. 

Mindfulness (sati) and clear comprehension 
(sampajañña) emphasise present-moment 
clarity and discernment. 

Layers of mind Differentiation between 
conscious awareness and 
the background field or 
unconscious processes. 

 

Yogācāra and Abhidharma models articulate 
multiple layers of consciousness, including 
the storehouse (ālayavijñāna), momentary 
mind-streams, and non-dual awareness. 

 

Goal Integration, authentic 
presence, and greater self-
regulation in relationship to 
self and environment. 

 

Liberation from suffering through insight into 
impermanence (aniccā), non-self (anattā), 
and emptiness (śūnyatā). 

 

Non-duality Rarely addressed explicitly, 
though explored indirectly in 
Gestalt through polarity 
integration and dialogical 
processes. 

 

Central to Mahāyāna, Dzogchen, and Zen 
traditions, where awareness is understood as 
inherently non-dual and inseparable from 
reality. 

 

In Buddhism, consciousness is understood in diverse ways depending on the 

tradition. In Theravāda, it is described as six types of sensory consciousness 

(viññāṇa), each arising in dependence on a corresponding sense faculty: sight, 

hearing, smell, taste, touch, and mind. From this perspective, consciousness is 

always conditioned and momentary, linked to specific objects of perception. The 

sense of a stable, enduring “self” is seen as a conventional construction, arising 

through identification with these fleeting sensory and mental processes.  

In Yogācāra philosophy, a Mahāyāna development, the notion of the “storehouse 

consciousness” (ālaya-vijñāna) is introduced. This deeper dimension functions as 

a repository of karmic seeds and latent tendencies that condition present 

experience. While sometimes likened to the Western unconscious, the ālaya-
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vijñāna is not static but dynamic and ethically charged: latent imprints ripen when 

conditions are met, and through meditative practice can be transformed into 

wisdom (Pāḷi: Paññā, Sanskrit: jñāna, Tibetan: sher phyin). In this way, Yogācāra 

articulates a layered view of consciousness, distinguishing its conditioned 

operations from the possibility of a more liberated awareness. 

Comparing Yogācāra’s ālaya-vijñāna with Western models of the unconscious 

Aspect 
Ālaya-vijñāna (Yogācāra 

Buddhism) 
Freud’s Unconscious 

Jung’s Collective 
Unconscious 

Definition 

The “storehouse 
consciousness,” a subtle, 
foundational layer of mind 
where karmic seeds (bīja) 
and latent tendencies reside, 
shaping present and future 
experiences.67 

A repository of repressed 
thoughts, memories, and 
drives, often of a sexual or 
aggressive nature, excluded 
from conscious awareness 
due to internal conflict.68 

A shared layer of the 
psyche containing 
universal archetypes 
and inherited patterns 
common to all 
humans.69 

Origin of 
contents 

Accumulated through past 
actions and experiences 
(karma), continuing across 
lifetimes. 

Formed by individual 
experiences and repressed 
through defence 
mechanisms. 

Arises from the 
collective evolutionary 
history of humanity. 

Function 

Provides continuity of the 
mind-stream, conditions 
perception and experience, 
and serves as the basis for 
transformation through 
meditation and insight. 

Influences behaviour and 
symptoms unconsciously, 
often surfacing in dreams, 
slips, or neurotic symptoms. 

Manifests through 
symbols, myths, and 
dreams, guiding 
individuation and 
integration of the self. 

Goal of 
transformation 

Through meditation and 
insight, purify karmic seeds 
and realise the innate clarity 
of mind, transforming latent 
imprints into wisdom (jñāna). 

Through psychoanalysis, 
bring repressed material 
into consciousness for 
resolution and integration. 

Through depth work, 
integrate archetypal 
material into 
conscious awareness 
for psychological 
wholeness. 

View of mind 

Dynamic and process-
oriented; consciousness is 
empty of inherent existence 
but conditioned by karmic 
imprints. 

Structural (id, ego, 
superego); mind is shaped 
by drives, conflict, and 
repression. 

 

Later, in Dzogchen, the most essential quality of consciousness is described with 

the term rigpa, often translated as “primordial awareness”: pure, awake, inherent, 

and always present. This awareness is not constructed or cultivated in stages but 

directly recognised through contemplative and meditative practices that dissolve 

identification with mental and sensory content.70  

Overall, Buddhist philosophical systems regard consciousness as a key category 

for understanding the mind, transcending suffering, and cultivating liberation. Yet 

within its diverse traditions, Buddhism consistently points beyond conditioned 

forms of consciousness to a more fundamental dimension of awareness—whether 

expressed as sati, vipassanā, or rigpa. This differentiation offers a perspective that 
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can enrich Western psychology and Gestalt therapy, where “awareness” often 

refers to momentary processes of attention. By drawing on the Buddhist 

articulation of awareness as a fluid, open field distinct from object-bound 

consciousness, contemporary therapeutic practice gains a deeper vocabulary and 

orientation for exploring presence, transformation, and healing. 

This perspective provides a fertile ground for considering how Gestalt therapy, with 

its emphasis on awareness within the cycle of experience, can both be illuminated 

by these Buddhist philosophical distinctions. 

• The Gestalt approach to understanding awareness within the cycle of experience 

In Gestalt Therapy, the cycle of experience has also evolved significantly over 

time. Originating from the cycle of interdependence (Chapter 1), which was 

shaped by phenomenological influences and early understandings of Zen 

Buddhism, it expanded notably during the 1990s with important contributions:71 

• A shift from a focus on personal consciousness toward a more field-oriented 

awareness — encompassing the therapist–patient relationship, the broader 

context, and the immediacy of the moment — thereby deepening its 

phenomenological grounding. 

• A reconceptualisation from a linear or left-to-right trajectory to a circular and 

cyclical process. This evolution parallels the hero’s journey as described by Jung, 

Campbell, and Edinger,72 in which the completion of one process generates a 

new state of awareness, preparing the individual for the initiation of another cycle. 

• Greater integration of bodily intelligence, recognising that awareness extends 

beyond the cognitive and incorporates body language, somatic experience, and 

processes of co-regulation with the environment. 

• Increased integration of contemplative and meditative practices, particularly 

mindfulness, as well as an openness to the spiritual dimensions of the client’s 

experience when relevant. 

The "self" and the "ego".  

In Gestalt Therapy, the concept of the self is not understood as a fixed structure or a 

permanent entity but rather as a dynamic and functional process. It is defined as the 

function of contact, emerging at the boundary between the organism (“I”) and the 

environment, where experience is continuously co-created.73 Within this framework, the 

ego is considered one of the functions of the self, representing the processes of 

identification, deliberate choice, and conscious direction of action. Goodman observed 

metaphorically, “the ego is our clothing; the problem with having only one is that it does 

not fit all situations or all stages of life.” 74 This emphasises the importance of flexibility 

and adaptability in ego functioning to support fluid and authentic contact with the 

environment.  
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In Buddhist thought, the concept of self takes a radically different position compared 

to earlier Vedic and Vedantic traditions, which posit the ātman as an enduring spiritual 

essence—eternal, unchanging, and ultimately identical with Brahman, the universal and 

absolute reality. Similarly, in Abrahamic religions such as Christianity and Islam, the soul 

is conceived as the immaterial and eternal essence of a person, created by God and 

persisting beyond physical death in an eternal state. 

By contrast, Buddhism rejects the notion of a permanent self. The principle of anattā 

(Pāḷi; anātman, Sanskrit: anatman (अनात्मन्)), literally meaning “not-self” or “non-soul,” 

is one of the three marks of existence, along with impermanence (aniccā) and 

unsatisfactoriness or suffering (duḥkha). In this framework, the ego is understood as a 

construct or mental habit, arising through attachment and identification with transient 

processes. Mistaking this constructed sense of “I” for an independent and enduring 

essence is seen as a root cause of duḥkha (suffering or existential dissatisfaction). From 

a Buddhist perspective, the dissolution of this misidentification—achieved through direct 

observation and insight into reality as it is, allows the recognition of the conditioned, 

impermanent nature of experience and opens the way to liberation.75 

The paradoxical theory of changexv 76  

In Buddhism, the relationship between impermanence (aniccā) and the paradoxical 

theory of change in Gestalt Therapy reflects a profound philosophical convergence 

between Eastern and Western views on the nature of human transformation. Both 

perspectives emphasise that genuine change does not arise from a struggle to become 

different, but rather from being fully aware of and accepting what is — an understanding 

that deeply resonates with contemplative Buddhist practices. In Buddhist thought, this 

aligns with the concept of “radical acceptance,” the capacity to see things “as they are,” 

or to perceive reality “as it is,” without resistance. This active movement of 

consciousness is rooted in the practice of clear self-observation, described in Pāḷi as 

yathābhūta-ñāṇadassana (knowledge and vision of things as they truly are). 

The paradoxical theory of change entered Gestalt Therapy somewhat later, 

developed by Arnold Beisser, a student of Fritz Perls, in 1970. This principle has since 

become a foundational concept within the Gestalt framework, proposing that change 

occurs when a person fully becomes what they are, rather than striving to become what 

they are not. 77 In this view, the Gestalt therapist does not attempt to impose change on 

the client; rather, they invite and sometimes gently insist that the client stay with and 

explore their present experience, creating the conditions in which authentic 

transformation can emerge. 

Furthermore, Gestalt Therapy understands change as a natural emergence from 

 

xv This topic is not originally part of my preliminary analysis or observations, but was raised by reading an 
article by Jutta Keijo Pieper (see Bibliographical Notes at the end) 
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awareness, presence, and acceptance. When an individual fully inhabits and takes 

ownership of their lived experience, they develop the freedom to grow, transform, and 

act in new and more integrated ways. This approach positions change not as a forced 

outcome but as a spontaneous process, unfolding organically from deepened 

awareness and embodied presence. 

Polarities 

In Buddhism, the Middle Way (Pāḷi: Majjhimā Paṭipadā) or non-dual view represents 

the path of balance, avoiding extremes and transcending rigid dualisms. This principle 

is introduced in the Buddha’s first and most significant discourse at Sarnath, India, 

where he instructed his first five disciples: “There are two extremes to be avoided…” In 

traditions such as Zen and Dzogchen, this principle deepens into a non-dual vision of 

reality, where opposites such as good/bad, self/other, body/mind, and saṃsāra/nirvāṇa 

are recognised as conceptual constructs rather than ultimate truths. Liberation, in this 

context, arises from seeing beyond conceptual divisions and recognising the empty, 

interdependent nature of all phenomena.78 

In Gestalt Therapy, the notion of polarities refers to the internal opposites or 

conflicting aspects that coexist within the individual and is one of the central concepts 

in its theoretical and clinical framework. From a Gestalt perspective, every human 

organism contains tensions between opposites — such as strength and vulnerability, 

aggression and submission, the impulse to change and the resistance to change. When 

these polarities are repressed or split off, they generate internal conflict and rigidity. The 

therapeutic work aims not to eliminate one pole in favour of the other but to bring both 

into awareness so that a creative integration can emerge. 79 As Gary M. Yontef (1993) 

describes, Gestalt therapy supports the “coexistence and dialogue of polarities in 

awareness.” 80 

Fritz Perls also spoke of the concept of “creative indifference”, a stance that allows 

the individual to differentiate and respond authentically to what is needed in a given 

situation. Through differentiation, one gains awareness of the contrasts and 

polarities that shape the experience of self as distinct yet relational. Perls 

considered this principle comparable, in a Western psychotherapeutic context, to 

the non-attachment and balance cultivated in Zen practice. 81 

Thus, therapy in this framework involves helping individuals recognise and integrate 

apparently opposing aspects of themselves, rather than viewing them as mutually 

exclusive. By exploring these polarities — such as confidence and insecurity, strength 

and fragility — individuals can develop greater self-awareness, fluidity, and personal 

growth. The goal is not to “resolve” polarities by choosing one side, but to allow both 

aspects to coexist in awareness, fostering a richer and more organic integration. In this 

way, the process of integrating polarities mirrors the transcendence of internal dualities, 

aligning Gestalt practice with non-dual perspectives found in Buddhist traditions. 



 

37 

Direct experience 

In early Theravāda Buddhism, and later in Zen and Tibetan Buddhism, mindfulness 

practice emphasises seeing phenomena “as they are,” without filtering experience 

through conceptual overlays or habitual interpretations. Through meditation, 

practitioners cultivate a form of non-conceptual knowing, often referred to as gnosis 

(Sanskrit: jñāna, Tibetan: rigpa (in Dzogchen)). In the Dzogchen tradition, rigpa is 

described as “pristine awareness” — a direct, non-dual, self-knowing awareness that is 

prior to thought, unconstructed, and undivided by the subject–object duality. This state 

is not something to be achieved, but rather the natural condition that reveals itself when 

grasping and conceptual elaboration subside.82 

The Dzogchen view aligns closely with the “here and now” orientation of Gestalt 

Therapy, as both approaches emphasise direct, immediate experience over conceptual 

analysis. From a Dzogchen perspective, this involves deconstructing the sense of a 

solid “self” that experiences the present moment, allowing experience to self-liberate. In 

this sense, emotions and sensations are not suppressed or altered but are fully 

acknowledged in their nature, allowing them to naturally dissolve. This parallels Gestalt 

Therapy’s emphasis on experiential awareness, in which sensations, emotions, and 

thoughts are observed and integrated without judgment. 

Gestalt Therapy employs awareness as a tool, whereas Dzogchen reveals 

awareness as the very ground of being. This distinction suggests a subtle but significant 

shift: from doing awareness — applying attention intentionally — to being awareness, 

resting in a state of unconditional presence.83 This is an emerging area of dialogue 

between the two disciplines, one that invites further exploration, as the direct experience 

of awareness offers a form of synthesis that integrates and transcends earlier 

conceptual frameworks. 

Dzogchen highlights elements of Gestalt practice, specifically the focus on assisting 

clients to experience their feelings rather than to explain them. Gestalt Therapy gives 

priority to understanding the way an experience occurs in the present, rather than 

examining its underlying causes.84 Techniques such as focusing on bodily sensations, 

role-playing, or the empty-chair experiment are used to cultivate awareness of what is 

happening in the present moment, fostering a more immediate and embodied 

engagement with experience. 
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4. Synthesis 

Buddhism influenced the development of Gestalt Therapy into essential concepts that 

converge between the two. The following table summarises the most important ones: 

 

 

 

Core concept
Influence of 

Buddhism

Expression in 

Gestalt Therapy
Covergences

1 Here and now

Sati (mindfulness), 

zazen (Zen), and 

rigpa (Tibetan): the 

present moment as 

the path to liberation.

Emphasis on the 

present moment, 

direct experience, 

and interruption of 

avoidance patterns.

Presence as the 

primary path to 

genuine 

transformation.

2 Awareness

Viññāṇa / vijñāna: 

sensory 

consciousness; 

insight and rigpa as 

expressions of 

primordial awareness.

Non-judgemental 

awareness, 

embodied, emotional, 

and relational 

awareness.

Awareness as a 

vehicle for integration 

and healing

3 Self and Ego

Anattā: absence of an 

essential self; the ego 

as an illusion and a 

source of suffering.

The self as a process 

emerging at the 

boundary of contact; 

the ego as an 

adaptive function.

The self as dynamic 

and emergent, rather 

than fixed.

4
Paradoxical theory 

of change

Anicca: change as a 

natural phenomenon; 

radical acceptance of 

the present.

Beisser: change 

occurs when one fully 

becomes what one is.

Acceptance of “what 

is” as the path to 

transformation.

5 Polarities

The Middle Way: 

transcendence of 

dualisms; non-duality 

in Mahāyāna, Zen, 

and Dzogchen.

Integration of 

polarities within 

awareness: creative 

synthesis and 

differentiation.

Overcoming dualistic 

thinking and 

fragmentation.

6 Direct experience

Non-conceptual 

gnosis; rigpa as direct 

awareness beyond 

thought.

Direct, embodied 

contact with 

experience; minimal 

interpretation; the 

body as a guide.

Primacy of direct 

experience over 

conceptual analysis.

Source: Summary of Chapter 3 by the author
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Throughout this paper, I have explored the main influences of Buddhism on Gestalt 

Therapy, highlighting how this integration can further align with the core principles of 

Gestalt theory and practice. By examining shared foundations — such as present-

centred awareness, the emergent and relational nature of the self, the integration of 

polarities, the paradoxical theory of change, and the primacy of direct, embodied 

experience — it becomes clear that Buddhist perspectives not only resonate with but 

also expand and deepen Gestalt’s experiential and phenomenological orientation. This 

dialogue offers fertile ground for continued exploration, where contemplative practices 

and non-dual perspectives can inform therapeutic presence, client awareness, and the 

co-creation of meaning within the therapeutic field. Such integration holds the potential 

to foster more holistic, nuanced, and transformative approaches to psychotherapy. 

It is important to recognise that these influences were not always direct. Knowledge 

of Buddhism began reaching the West as early as the nineteenth century and was 

gradually adopted, in part or in depth, by several philosophers and psychologists who 

would later influence Fritz and Laura Perls. Fritz Perls himself developed an active 

interest in Zen Buddhism, particularly for its emphasis on experiential practice, an 

aspect that would later become an essential pillar of Gestalt Therapy. However, this 

influence only became more prominent in the 1960s and, at that time, was still in a 

relatively nascent and fragmented form. It was not until the 1990s that Gestalt authors 

and practitioners began to explore these connections more systematically, as Buddhism 

and mindfulness practices became increasingly integrated into Western culture and 

psychology. 

Each of the influences identified in this study carries its own unique nuance. Fritz 

Perls, like other pioneers of humanistic psychology, selectively integrated aspects of 

Buddhism that resonated with his therapeutic vision, shaping the distinctive character 

of Gestalt practice. The aspects outlined here, though not exhaustive, represent key 

areas of convergence and naturally invite further reflection and dialogue. As 

contemporary fields of Buddhist study — particularly those exploring the Dzogchen 

tradition — continue to expand, they offer new ways of understanding consciousness 

and awareness, and its potential applications not only within Gestalt Therapy but also 

across a wider range of psychotherapeutic approaches. 
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